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“SPORTING LIFE ON THE LINE”:
PROSTITUTION IN PROGRESSIVE ERA
PENSACOLA
by J AMES R. M C G OVERN *

rapid changes in attitudes toward
I sexual morality arewhen
conversational coin, it is interesting to
N OUR OWN TIME,

consider an experiment in the regulation of morals devised in
Pensacola, Florida, in the early years of the twentieth century.
As a port city, Pensacola responded historically to the sexual
desires of large numbers of male transients by noteworthy
permissiveness. The city displayed a similarly liberal attitude
towards the consumption of alcoholic beverages.
Although the Progressive Era nationally witnessed various
social movements to eliminate sexual vice and its attendant
evil— alcohol, Pensacola, at the time, showed little interest in
such reforms.1 Pensacola’s heritage as a port city with European
traditions explained, in part, the response of its residents. As
early as 1821 the community’s abberrant ways had caused Mrs.
Andrew Jackson, accompanying her husband at the time of the
transfer of Florida from Spain to the United States, to shudder
at its immoralities. In a letter to a friend, she noted: “The Sabbath profanely kept: a great deal [of] noise and swearing in the
streets.“2 Late nineteenth-century court records show that even
the righteous morality which Mrs. Jackson had expected of
Americans did little to ease the port dwellers’psycho-biological
* Mr. McGovern is chairman and professor of history, University of
West Florida, Pensacola.
1. This article is an expanded version of material being prepared for
publication in a book tentatively titled “Pensacola, a City in the Modern
South, 1901-1945.” For background on the movement for betterment
of morals in the Progressive Era, see David J. Pivar, Purity Crusade,
Sexual Morality and Social Control (Westport, Connecticut, 1973).
See also James R. McGovern, “The American Woman’s Pre-World War I
Freedom in Manners and Morals,” Journal of American History, LV
(September 1968), 315-33, especially 330-32; and James H. Timberlake,
Prohibition and the Progressive Movement, 1900-1920 (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 1963).
2. James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson, 3 vols. (New York, 1860), II,
603-06.
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tensions. For example, in 1876 a man named James Gibson
registered a complaint against a woman who lived next door.
He could not sleep, he claimed, “on account of the noise and
frolicking [sic] of men and women kissing and pulling each
other about.” Other contemporary legal cases involved “Big
Jennie” and Matilda Brown, the latter a widow with six children
who maintained three to five women boarders.3 By 1910 Pensacola had a well-defined red-light and saloon district, and the
city enjoyed recognition among navy men as a “good port.“4
Sailors who developed a yearning for female companionship
after weeks at sea faced competition from personnel at the
local Navy Yard or from the crews of visiting commercial vessels.
Seamen could prove unruly visitors unless afforded tolerable
amenities, as the citizens of Pensacola learned when the North
Atlantic Fleet anchored there while on maneuvers in Pensacola
Bay in 1904. Also, men who joined local fishing fleets, often
seeking escape from conventional life, including marriage, constituted a robust group when off-duty.5 Transients in the area
often found themselves lonely for companionship, as did a large
number of recently arrived unmarried Greek immigrants and
farm lads moving into jobs at the Navy Yard and for the
Louisville & Nashville Railroad company.6 Some boisterous
spirit, possibly a member of one of these groups, while attending a performance of Parsifal at the Pensacola Opera House,
heard the hero proclaim his wish for an hour in “the heroine’s
arms” and yelled out, “fifteen minutes for mine.“7 Such conditions made a district for prostitution seem a virtual social
3. Cases of Circuit Court, Historical Documents Section, Escambia County
Courthouse, Pensacola, 1876, 5615; 1875, 5386, 5099.
4. Much of the information for this article has been obtained through
interviews with three informed residents of Pensacola now in their
seventies and eighties. These gentlemen patronized Pensacola’s redlight district and knew its bordellos from personal observation. They
have asked to remain anonymous sources. They will hereinafter be
referred to by the letters A, B, and C. The author interviewed Mr. A
and Mr. B together on June 15, 1975, in Pensacola. The interview with
Mr. C took place on May 26, 1975, in Pensacola. For obvious reasons,
these interviews constitute closed manuscript materials.
5. Interview with Tommy Welles, Pensacola, February 26, 1975. The
Welles family has been in the fishing business in Pensacola for many
years.
6. John D. Stametelos, History of the Greek Orthodox Church in Pensacola, Florida, 1909-1959 (Pensacola, 1959), 5-6.
7. Danton Walker, Danton’s Inferno (New York, 1955), 72.
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necessity. It could relieve the consciences of respectable men as
well, and even justify their own participation.
To reconcile the existence of a red-light district with the
aspirations of local progressives for human betterment, it proved
necessary merely to be practical. Within the framework of
southern progressivism the citizens of Pensacola believed that
the freedom of white citizens depended on the enforcement of
8
Jim Crow laws and attitudes. Similarly, on the question of
prostitution, citizens believed that their community’s general
good depended upon a female minority also less than equal. Although the existence of bordellos, let alone an established redlight district of three to five city blocks, clearly violated the law,
neither local authorities nor citizen groups made sustained efforts
to eliminate them.9 The community found itself in the ironic
position of condoning organized vice for its own betterment.
Pensacolians chose to maintain a cordon sanitaire around a
restricted area, thereby confining law-breaking activity and permitting its close surveillance. In effect, local citizens preferred
that the law be broken in a restricted area under careful observance rather than to permit lawlessness and immorality to
spread into the rest of the community.10 The physical conditions
of Pensacola allowed for this type of adaptation. Streets off lower
Palafox had long been abandoned by more respectable residents.
These houses, close to the city’s wharves and hence customers,
could easily be converted into bordellos. Thus, the prostitution
district came to be confined to Zaragosa Street from Palafox to
Baylen and on Baylen from Main to Government.11 Since Pensacola boasted few automobiles in these early years, these
boundaries could be maintained without too much difficulty.
Furthermore, Pensacola’s small population— 17,747 in 1900 and
8. Pensacola Journal, April 2, 1904. See also Donald H. Bragaw, “Status of
Negroes in a Southern Port City in the Progressive Era: Pensacola,
1896-1920,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LI (January 1973), 299-300.
9. Code of Ordinances of the City of Pensacola (Pensacola, 1898), 52.
10. Interview with Francis P. Taylor, Pensacola, January 3, 1973; interview with John S. Reese, Pensacola, March 13, 1975. When the military
insisted in 1917 that the district be temporarily closed, the prostitutes
spread out across the city, leading one prominent citizen to remark:
“Lord, now they are living next to my mother.” Interview with Mr.
A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
11. Interview with J. McHenry Jones, June 15, 1975; interview with John
S. Reese, Pensacola, March 13, 1975; interview with William Pfeiffer,
Pensacola, March 7, 1975. Unfortunately, a flood which accompanied a
1926 hurricane destroyed police records in Pensacola.
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22,982 in 1910— permitted the police to detect and punish those
who might otherwise attempt to evade the city’s containment
program.12 Even in permitting a zone for law breaking, the
community reserved the power to invoke the full measure of the
law. This situation virtually assured the cooperation of “law
breakers” who adhered to their designated territory and submitted to whatever regulations were deemed essential. The redlight district demonstrated white male supremacy— black men
and all “respectable” white women were not allowed in the
area.13 Brothel owners acceded willingly to the demand of officials
that their girls submit to periodic physical examinations for
venereal disease. Since Pensacola required strict racial segregation, even to the extent of having separate brothels for black
and white prostitutes, Negro and white physicians performed
physical examinations on members of their own race.14
City officials required the owners of the houses to maintain
reasonable order in their establishments. When situations developed that threatened persons or property, the madams stood
in the street and blew whistles to summon the unusually heavy
police detail assigned to the area. Proprietors who failed to keep
order found themselves in jeopardy of going to jail. Police also
expected madams and girls to inform on criminals who frequented the houses. Since criminal activity centered in the
district and its peripheral area of dance halls, pool parlors, and
saloons, local authorities erected a large dragnet on the city’s
south side. Containing the area of maximum incidence of crime
afforded advantages of both safety and economy for the rest of
the city.
12. U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth Census of the United States,
1920, Population, I (Washington, 1921), 82.
13. Interview with Francis P. Taylor, Pensacola, January 3, 1973; interview with John S. Reese, Pensacola, March 13, 1975; interview with
Aldo Rasponi, Pensacola, March 13, 1975. Mr. Rasponi is currently
chief of detectives in Pensacola. He joined the police department in
1938, but is conversant with life in the district in the earlier period
by virtue of talks with veterans of the early days with whom he served.
14. White males, usually from the lower class, were permitted to enter
brothels employing creole and black prostitutes. Black males were
not permitted in the district. Interview with Rex Harvey, Pensacola,
February 17, 1974; interview with Sam Beck, Pensacola, March 12,
1975. Physical examinations of prostitutes were performed by respected
physicians who were compensated by brothel owners. Interview with
Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
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The restricted district provided other advantages. The city
obtained substantial revenues by occasional crackdowns on
brothel owners for real or alleged violations of the code of operations or sometimes even for operating a house of prostitution.
One full-scale crackdown in the district resulted in fines of
nearly $2,000.15 Police action in July 1917 led to 150 women
being arrested. Reportedly, these raids involved proprietors “of
every resort in the red-light district, as well as every occupant.“16
Though Pensacola never officially licensed its brothels, the practice of permitting brothels to continue operations, although frequently fining inmates, proved tantamount to licensing.17
In addition to its first responsibility, Pensacola’s red-light
district provided a release for various psychological tensions. A
culture which idealized white womanhood sometimes produced
wives too refined to become effective sexual companions. Yet
the number of old-timers who state explicitly, or by inference,
that they enjoyed many visits in the district suggests that these
men sought more exciting partners. The interest some white
men showed in black and creole prostitutes undoubtedly manifested a similar need.18 Bordellos housing these women, as well
as low-priced white women, operated on Baylen Street off West
Zaragosa. The more expensive brothels were located in the 0 to
200 blocks of West Zaragosa.
The red-light district also provided a way to initiate young
men into the mysteries of sex. Pensacola high school boys often
had their first sexual experience in the local bordellos.19 Danton
Walker, the former columnist and an intimate of the district,
15. Pensacola Journal, April 25, 1905.
16. Ibid., July 25, 1917. For other raids on the district see ibid., June 26,
1908; November 5, 1909; September 22, 1912; July 10, 26, 1917.
17. Interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975; interview
with Mr. C, Pensacola, May 26, 1975; interview with Bernie Bosso,
Pensacola, May 3, 1973.
18, Interview with Bubba Solari, Pensacola, February 26, 1975; interview
with John S. Reese, Pensacola, March 13, 1975. Mr. Solari is a police
inspector, and Mr. Reese is a lawyer and lifelong resident of Pensacola.
19. Interview with James Pace, Pensacola, April 25, 1973; interview with
William Pfeiffer, Pensacola, March 7, 1975. The madams would
usually ask young men whether they were “minors,” but would readily
accept them if they declared themselves “adults.” Interview with Mr.
A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975. Mr. A and Mr. B contended
that some Pensacola mothers would rather have their sons go to the
“Line” than jeopardize the good morals of local girls.

Published by STARS, 1975

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 54 [1975], No. 2, Art. 3
136

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

which he called the “Line” because of its line of brothels, noted
that while most customers patronized the area on Saturday nights,
young men “in the first flush of discovery” might visit it nightly,
at least for a while.20 So socially acceptable did the practice grow
that some young men from wealthy families allegedly paid for
their activity by check.
Customers of the elite bordellos did not greatly fear contracting veneral disease. Regular medical examinations of prostitutes checked the incidence of contagion. In addition, madams
policed their own houses by consigning infected girls to domestic chores on the premises until they recovered.21 Sometimes relationships between Pensacola’s young men and prostitutes could cause problems; disclosure of a son’s activities did
trigger anxieties for parents. One prostitute who exceeded accepted propriety was fined and jailed when several fathers complained that she “was ruining their sons.“22
Some customers who “went sporting” on the “Line” proved
23
more equal than others. Those with adequate funds could
enjoy the companionship of the more desirable girls. First-class
houses, five or six of the approximately fifteen bordellos in the
district, were in the first two blocks of West Zaragosa and contained $3.00 to $5.00 girls. 24 These women appealed not only
to ship and fishing boat captains, naval officers, and prosperous
Pensacolians, but even to judges from Alabama and Mississippi
who, reportedly, frequented the establishments.25 On one occasion
20. Walker, Danton’s Inferno, 93.
21. Interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
22. Minutes of the City Council of Pensacola, City Hall, Pensacola, August
25, 1899, p. 195.
23. The favorite term used by Pensacolians to describe their visits to the
“Line” was “going sporting.” Interview with Simon Wagenheim,
Pensacola, June 22, 1975. Mr. Wagenheim was born in Pensacola in
1893.
24. Interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975. See also
Pensacola Journal, July 25, 1917. A major crackdown on the red-light
district in July 1917 closed sixteen houses of prostitution, and one in
March 1941, closed fifteen. See index to Criminal Cases, Escambia Court
of Records, Historical Documents Section, Escambia County Courthouse, Pensacola, 6743, 107; 6740, 104; 6741, 105; 6753, 117; 6749, 113;
6742, 106; 6745, 109; 6247, 111; 6761, 125; 6751, 115; etc. See also
Pensacola Journal, April 2, 1941.
25. Interview, Dennis Hornsby with Thomas Bowen, Pensacola, January 2,
1971, cited in Dennis Hornsby, “The Pensacola Police Department and
Crime in Pensacola, Florida, 1912-1915” (research paper, University of
West Florida, 1971), 2. Mr. Bowen was a police officer in the red-light
district around 1910.
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a captain of the city police force had to be roused from one of
the houses while intoxicated.26
Among many renowned houses on the “Line,” including
those of Percy Nelson, Violet Arnold, and Hazel, the most
famous, located at 15 West Zaragosa, belonged to Mollie McCoy.
An impressively stout woman, Mollie reportedly had the command potential of a first sergeant, and she dedicated herself to
providing a first-class house of refined debauchery. Her bordello
rivaled New Orleans’s most select pleasure spots. Mollie’s name in
gilt letters on the door demonstrated her pride in her establishment. A black maid ushered visitors into the main parlor with
an air of gracious hospitality. The reception rooms of this
twenty-room brick house, set among moss-draped magnolia and
oak trees, reflected the garish style of the time. “The ceiling
was high and windows floor length, masked by curtains of
cherry colored satin; the walls were papered in gold and there
were gilt chairs . . . a wood fire burned beneath a white marble
mantel causing a lively sparkle among the crystal ornaments.“27
Other public rooms also had a baroque look— elegant carpets,
gilt-edged mirrors, and much bric-a-brac and paintings.28 Mollie
expected her guests to spend liberally on drinks. She handled
rowdies with aplomb and authority. Once when a customer unexpectedly pulled a gun and threatened to shoot everyone, she
calmly walked up and ordered him to put down the gun. The
pianist resumed playing and Mollie asked her rude visitor to
leave.29
Mollie’s girls had ladylike ways, good looks, and the handsome full figures typical of that period. In the district’s hey-day,
with Pensacola’s economy growing rapidly, Mollie employed as
many as fifteen girls, some from as far away as New Orleans,
Louisville, and other cities in the South. 30 She dressed her
girls in a grand if showy manner and forbade them to drink,
smoke, or act indecently in the public rooms. Former customers
26. Minutes of the Board of Public Safety, City of Pensacola, City Hall,
Pensacola, April 21, 1913, p. 286.
27. Walker, Danton’s Inferno, 84. Walker’s description of the Mollie McCoy
establishment is confirmed by a number of former patrons, including
Mr. A and Mr. B.
28. Ibid., 90-91.
29. Interview with Mr. C, Pensacola, May 26, 1975.
30. Ibid.; interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
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recall that many of the girls in the expensive houses had a touch
of real class. One remembered them as “the prettiest girls you
ever saw.“31 They usually went to the movies during the afternoon, but at night they were strictly cloistered, and this was an
unwritten article of the district’s code of operation.
A number of “elite prostitutes” won the steady attention of
local men, and some, like “French Louise,” eventually married
reputable citizens, like government employees or prosperous
businessmen.32 Some of the respectable women of Pensacola resented and felt threatened by the girls of the district. Yet, at
Mardi Gras, a few of the more curious townswomen would don
costumes and masks and walk through the district. Pressure
from jealous wives and mothers probably inspired more than
one official crackdown on the “Line.”
Although quiet usually prevailed in the immediate neighborhood of Mollie McCoy’s house, the rest of the district kept
the “Black Mariah” busy. Prices for women here ranged from
$1.00 to $2.00. The girls often enticed male passersby in to
their establishments to play the nickelodeon for twenty-five
cents, to dance, or to buy a quart of beer.33 These women were
usually from the rural area around Pensacola, in contrast to
Mollie’s more exotic girls. Some perhaps were divorcees in
Pensacola. 34
Prostitutes in the houses on Baylen between Zaragosa and
Main streets and in some of the cheaper places on Zaragosa
were sometimes accused of robbing their clients.35 In 1914 a
heroin-addicted woman pleaded guilty to manslaughter in the
death of a soldier to whom she had given some of the drug.36
31. Interview with Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
32. Interview with Francis P. Taylor, Pensacola, January 3, 1973; interview
with William Pfeiffer, Pensacola, March 7, 1975; interview with Arthur
E. Forester, Pensacola, June 23, 1975; interview with Mr. A and Mr.
B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975. It has been estimated that twenty
Pensacolians— fishermen, artisans, civil servants, and businessmen—
married prostitutes in the period 1900-1920. Interview with Mr. A
and Mr. E, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
33. Interview with William Pfeiffer, Pensacola, March 7, 1975; interview
with John S. Reese, Pensacola, March 13, 1975.
34. Complaints filed in Divorce Proceedings, Escambia County, Escambia
Court Archives, Escambia County Archives Building, Pensacola.
35. Pensacola Journal, March 10, 1911.
36. Ibid., November 19, 1914. Drug addiction in Pensacola was a serious
medical problem. Cocaine and morphine appear to have been available
without prescriptions in some local drugstores. Local newspapers regular-
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Fights among the girls, as well as their use of coarse or obscene
language on the streets, led to police intervention.37 When police
raided the lower-class brothels, the prostitutes who could not
pay their fines had to go to jail.38
In 1917 Pensacola officials, at the prompting of Governor
Sidney J. Catts, agreed to close down the red-light district— at
39
least for the duration of the war. In so doing, they were responding to the military’s concern for the health and well-being of
its personnel. City officials had acted because they feared that
the military might discontinue some of its operations in Pensacola which might prove detrimental to the local economy. As one
critic stated, “The question is whether or not the camps or the
district is more valuable.” In July 1917, sixteen persons received
jail sentences and fines for operating bordellos.40
Saloons situated in or near the red-light district also did
a profitable business. However, they must have been regarded
as more expendable than the houses of prostitution because prohibitionists in Escambia County mounted a series of organized
drives to force their closing. The reformers failed when Pensacolians voted overwhelmingly in 1907 to retain sale of intoxicants,
offsetting a prohibitionist effort in the county’s rural areas. At
the time it seemed in the best local interest to sell liquor and
permit the operation of saloons despite the evangelical fervor
of some who saw prohibition as essential to the improvement
of mankind.41 The critical question seemed to be could the city’s
business afford prohibition? Interest groups joined the chorus

37.
38.
39.

40.
41.

ly carried advertisements for a drug treatment sanitarium in Louisiana.
See Elizabeth Dwyer Vickers and F. Norman Vickers, “Notations on
Pensacola’s Medical History, 1873-1923,” Journal of the Florida Medical
Association, LXI (January 1974), 99.
Pensacola Journal, February 1, 1908.
Ibid., July 19, 1917.
Ibid., July 10, 25, 1917. Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels apparently insisted that Governor Catts initiate action against the tenderloin district, reportedly alleging that “on occasion more than fifty sailors
had been seen in one of the houses [of prostitution] through the open
windows, carousing and dancing with nude women.” Ibid., July 24,
1917.
Pensacola Journal, July 10, 1917; Index to Criminal Cases, Escambia
Court of Records, 6743, 107; 6740, 104; 6741, 105; 6753, 117; 6749, 113;
6742, 106; 6745, 109; 6247, 111; 6761, 125; 6751, 115; etc.
Some persons entertained great doubts as to whether the local economy
could afford prohibition. See Pensacola Journal, August 11, 1907; October 10, 1915. The editor of the Journal believed that the town was
too cosmopolitan to accept prohibition. Ibid., August 11, 1907.
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of opposition to prohibition. Laborers, immigrant ethnics, and
blacks voted heavily in a special city election to defeat prohibition on October 1, 1907.42 In 1910 and again in 1915 Escambia
County voters defeated similar proposals, the last vote being
nearly two to one with every precinct in Pensacola but one, opposing the measure.43
As with the brothels, the city worked for effective control
over the saloons rather than their abolition. Heavy annual license fees of $2,500 kept the number of saloons down to approximately twenty to thirty in the period, 1900-1915.44 The city
council also restricted saloon hours from 5 a.m. to 10 p.m., and
ordered them closed on Sundays as an added public safeguard.45 It even denied special permission to anguished saloon
owners to remain open until midnight when the fleet had returned. 46
The Goldmine Saloon, Captain Cragor’s, Tony Johnson’s,
and Birmingham O. McHogg’s constituted some of the betterknown Pensacola drinking establishments where local characters
like “New York Barney,” “Montenegro Tom,” “Good Looking
Eric,” and ‘Strong Arm Harry” would meet.47 Another cluster
of some five saloons existed in the vicinity of the Louisville and
Nashville depot. The city did not permit saloons in the better
residential areas.48 Women could not enter any saloon, and a
public ordinance also outlawed the displaying of pictures of nude
women.
While some saloons in the downtown area sought and earned
a highly respectable reputation, others might more accurately be
termed dancehalls, where one dollar would assure an evening

42. Pensacola Journal, October 2, 1907, describes the voting of blacks. For
the attitude of labor, see ibid., September 14, 1907.
43. Ibid., October 13, 1915.
44. R. L. Polk & Co.‘s Pensacola Directory, 1905 (Pensacola, 1905), 475-76;
R. L. Polk & Co.‘s Pensacola Directory, 1913 (Jacksonville, 1913), 420-21;
Minutes of the City Council of Pensacola, City Hall, Pensacola, July
15, 1910, p. 287.
45. Pensacola Journal, October 29, 1909; December 19, 1916; City Ordinances,
Pensacola, City Hall, Pensacola, December 13, 1911, p. 87.
46. Pensacola Journal, November 21, 1910.
47. Interview with William Pfeiffer, Pensacola, March 7, 1975; interview
with Tommy Welles, Pensacola, February 26, 1975.
48. Don McLellan, Fifty Years in Pensacola: Personal Reminiscences and
Anecdotes (n.p., [1944?]), 46-47.
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49

of dancing along with beer. One large saloon located on the
edge of the red-light district at Pine and Palafox became notorious for its gambling. A number of murders occurred there,
50
many reportedly unsolved. Indeed, shootings and murders took
place in several saloons, particularly at the notorious “Alligator,”
on the corner of Wright and Tarragona streets.51 Arrest statistics
indicate that life must have been hard psychologically in Pensacola in the early years of the century. Arrests for drunkenness or
drunk and disorderly conduct numbered more than 1,100 out
of a total of 6,287 arrests in the year 1908.52 Some persons
participated in the city’s drug traffic in the vicinity of the restricted district. A local paper reported in 1914 that several small
grocery stores and fruitstands were selling morphine.53 Men who
preferred wagering to whoring frequented ten to twelve gambling
houses in 1904. Such establishments proved more vulnerable to
police action than any other of the city’s illegal activities, however.54
Pensacola’s efforts to cope with these extra-legal activities
through a quarantine system enforced by police surveillance
proved fundamentally successful. Despite the anonymous character of many of the city’s inhabitants and the unusual tensions
imposed upon them by reason of their occupations— sailors, fishermen, and servicemen— the city managed to protect itself from
threatening social disruption. Middle class residential neighborhoods did not suffer unsightly intrusions. “Decent” women could
travel in their town safely at night.55 Few cases of rape took
56
place in Pensacola at the time. In fact, most of its old-timers
recall Pensacola as a peaceful place, marked by strong family
and civil authority and prizing conventional morality highly.
It is ironic, therefore, that even as the city carefully contained
49. Interview, Dennis Hornsby with Berger Testman, Pensacola, January
3, 1971, cited in Hornsby, “Pensacola Police Department and Crime,
1912-1915,” 26.
50. McLellan, Fifty Years in Pensacola, 47.
51. Minutes of the Board of Public Safety, City of Pensacola, January 17,
1909, 39.
52. Pensacola Journal, June 26, 1908.
53. Ibid., November 16, 17, 1914.
54. County Solicitor Scott Loftin maintained that there had been ten
to twelve gambling houses in the city in 1904, but that none existed
in 1916. Ibid., June 4, 1916.
55. Interview with Daisy McAllister, Pensacola, November 10, 1973.
56. Interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
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the red-light district in order to protect its citizens, their morality
began to change as a result of national trends.
The trial of Mrs. Florence McGowan for killing J. Loron
Brown served as Pensacola’s cause celebre for the period. The
latter had met Mrs. McGowan’s daughter, a fifteen year-old
convent student, when she was visiting a friend in Pensacola. He
took her to dinner, and afterwards a movie. He then convinced
her to take a hotel room with him because it would be too late
to return to her friends boarding house. Besides, he promised he
would soon marry her. Later, when her daughter confessed
having spent the night with Brown, Mrs. McGowan pressed
charges against him, and then shot and killed him at the time
of the hearing. Although the people enthusiastically applauded
Mrs. McGowan’s acquittal on grounds of justifiable homicide,
the incident demonstrated that Pensacola had grown too large
and its population too transient to permit effective community
controls over morality. 57 Improved transportation made for easier
virtue. The city had its share of “white slavers,” including one
prominent young resident who took his paramour to Birmingham.58 Still another sensation worthy of front page notice involved a local husband whose wife ran off with a boarder who
had formerly lived in their home.59
Like the rest of American society, respectable Pensacolians
began in the Progressive Era to find sex a titillating interest.60
Affluence and increasing opportunities for individualism helped
explain their interest, as did the ready availability of information on changing morals in other metropolitan areas as disseminated by newspapers, wire service photographs, and the
movies. Much of the change in local morality limited itself to
curiosity and fantasy, merely anticipating later behavioral
changes. Most sensational sex episodes in America, including
the love life of Evelyn Nesbitt and Harry Thaw, received juicy
coverage by the Associated Press and wound up on the front
page of the Pensacola Journal. 61 Dorothy Dix, who found the
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.

Pensacola Journal, November 5, 6, 1914.
Ibid, April 15, 1914; May 4, 1916; August 27, November 11, 1913.
Ibid., February 11, 1914.
McGovern, “The American Woman’s Pre-World War I Freedom,” 315-33.
Pensacola Journal, February 1, 1907. See also, for example, the discussion
of the “Free Love Cult” in Alliance, Ohio, with pictures of the house,
in ibid., March 31, 1915. See also ibid., January 18, 25, 1911.
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Pensacola harbor. From a photograph in the P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville.
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The crews of commercial vessels joined men from the local fishing boats and military personnel in patronizing the ladies of the restricted district. From a photograph in the P. K. Yonge
Library of Florida History.
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Police chief Frank Wilk and officer Oscar Collins, 1908. Norman Simons
and James R. McGovern, Pensacola in Pictures and Prints (Pensacola, 1974),
110, original owned by T. T. Wentworth, Jr.
Policeman on horseback, 1909. Pensacola in Pictures and Prints, 110, original owned by Lou Ashley.
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erotic interest of American women during this period “distressing,” probably described the ladies of Pensacola, as well as
others, when she wrote: “I’ll bet there are not ten thousand
women in the whole United States who couldn’t make one
hundred in an examination of the life and habits of Evelyn
Nesbitt and Harry Thaw.“62 Cartoons in the Pensacola Journal
depicted pretty young girls in the arms of handsome men doing
all the latest dances. 63 Readers showed interest in the new
risque fashion fads, including “peek-a-boo” blouses. They witnessed pictures of “see through gowns,” lingerie-clad Gibson
girls, and the other clothes which heralded the approaching
flapper era.64
Motion pictures, meanwhile, administered a variety of
aphrodisiacs, from “cheapie” one-reelers usually depicting
beauties in snug pink tights for the amusement of the sailors
to more respectable offerings at the Pensacola Opera House and
the Isis Theatre which opened in 1914. Pensacolians avidly attended In Search of a Sinner starring Lillian Russell at the Opera
House in 1911.65 The play narrated the story of a middle-aged
widow “who had been married to a goody-goody” and who now
wished for a more exciting “sinner.” Ads for Damaged Goods, a
movie concerned with the subject of venereal disease, described
the film as “a Life-time Education in One Performance.“66 The
Isis meanwhile offered Where Are My Children, which dealt
with the subject of abortion. The ads called this epic a “Daring
Exposure . . . Which Leaves Nothing Hidden.“67 Perhaps understandably, the owner of the Isis refused to admit persons under
sixteen. Other movies at the Isis, The Unfaithful Wife, Who
Stole the Bridegroom, and Parisian Romances, implied social
acceptance of public eroticism. Indeed, a local commentator declared that the movie Inspiration, advertised by a nude woman
whose three-quarter turn from the back displayed the curvature
of her bosom, provided just that. He sensed an aroused audience,
predicting that “those who saw it before can hardly wait until
tomorrow arrives to get the opportunity of seeing it again; those
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

Boston American, April 10, 1908.
Pensacola Journal, December 3, 1915.
Ibid., August 22, 28, 1913; November 18, 21, 1911.
Ibid., May 15, 1914.
Ibid., October 10, 1915.
Ibid., September 11, 12, 1916.
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who did not see it on its previous showing here are anxiously
awaiting the opening [of] the doors of the Isis tomorrow.“68
The erotic content of these and similar movies demonstrated
that local Pensacola society had already been drawn to the
dramatic changes in morals observable in the nation at large.
Those changes began to reach behavioral levels in Pensacola
by the end of World War I. The Escambia County Circuit
Court in Pensacola in 1900 had granted twenty-nine divorces
with only three based on charges of adultery; in 1918 the number
rose to fifty-eight divorces with sixteen cases of adultery.69
While the city had defended the walls of moral propriety
against naval personnel of the area, its own middle class, the
foundation of its respectability, had begun to flirt with the
pleasures— movies and news stories— emanating from larger urban
centers. As that phenomenon continued and produced significant
changes in the morals and attitudes of young middle class men
and women, the effect spelled the disappearance of the red-light
district. During the 1920s and 1930s the district declined, although first-class establishments such as Evelyn’s “Town Club”
at 123 West Zaragosa continued to flourish.70 It is symbolic that
one of the old-time madams informed a gentleman from a local
bank who in 1930 asked her to pay the rent or face foreclosure:
“We can’t pay. The amateurs have run us out of business.“71
In March 1941, at the request of the military during the
national emergency, the city again closed down the restricted
district. A quarantine covered fifteen houses of “ill repute,” and
anyone seen entering or leaving risked a $1,000 fine.72 World
War II brought to a final ending the operations of Pensacola’s
brothels which had played for so many years a special role in
the life of the community.73
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.

Ibid., February 7, 1916. See ad in ibid., February 4, 1916.
H. O. Simpson, “Divorces in Pensacola” (research paper, University
of West Florida, 1973), 12.
Interview with Mr. A and Mr. B, Pensacola, June 15, 1975.
Interview with A. C. Blount, Pensacola, February 13, 1973. There are
a few “mug shots” of prostitutes in the Police Department files,
Central Records Division, 1937.
Pensacola Journal, April 2, March 28, 1941.
Interview with Aldo Rasponi, Pensacola, March 13, 1975.
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